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ABSTRACT 
 
 
I chose Oscar Wilde’s short story, The Nightingale and the Rose (about a nightingale 
who sacrifices her life to create a red rose for love), for my opera for its fantasy, wit, and 
expectation-defying tropes. This one-hour chamber opera for piano, chorus, two actors 
(Aubrey; bicyclist), dancers, and six vocalists (Gayle: soprano; Scarlet, Nita: mezzo 
sopranos; Alex, Elon: tenors; Oakley: baritone) is a reduction of the projected complete 
orchestration. Act One includes scenes 1-3 and dance interludes 1-2, and Act Two comprises 
scenes 1-2 with one dance interlude.  
In historical artistic works nightingales represent creativity and their songs, laments. I 
advanced these concepts as author of the libretto, and the symbols fed the musical materials 
and development. Regarding pitch choices: each interval represents a feeling, realm, or 
ideology, which build leitmotivs for characters and moods. P1/P8 represent optimism (in 
leitmotifs: Gayle, yellow, hope, love). M2/m7 and m2/M7 represent the natural world (red 
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rose, Gayle, hope, Oakley, love, sorrow, death). M3/m6 and m3/M6 represent feelings of the 
heart, intuition, or right brain activity (Scarlet, Gayle, hope, love, sorrow, colors). P4 
represents logic and left brain thinking (Alex, philosophy, hope, Gayle). The tritone 
represents heartbreak and disillusionment (Oakley, Gayle, sorrow, death). P5 represents dull 
hollowness (Aubrey, sorrow).  
Regarding other musical elements: Gayle and Nita sing varied, improvisatory-like 
repetitions, with colorful techniques such as glissandos, trills, and brief drastic descending 
lines to show the emotive power of laments. I demonstrate Gayle’s care for all by having her 
sing duets with every character she encounters. The chorus sets the scene as garden night 
creatures. They support Gayle’s wordless leitmotifs: Gayle, love, sorrow, and death to an 
intense climax. Repetition, expanding ranges, accelerating accompaniment, and cluster 
chords build tension. Complete silence after the climax adds to its impact, and the a cappella 
chorus sings the lament-like death motive in unison, highlighting the poignance of this 
moment in the drama.  
Gayle represents creativity, and death is her creative act. To create, creativity must 
die. However, after the destruction/creation of an idea, there is always another, so I added a 
wordless musical epilogue to the original story. 
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SYNOPSIS 
ACT I 
Scene 1: Alex is a student who pines for his professor’s daughter Aubrey. He wishes 
to give her a red rose to declare his love but cannot find one. The nightingale, Gayle, 
overhears Alex, as she lives right outside his window. She, as a virtuous being, admires his 
love and is determined to find a red rose for him to give to Aubrey.  
 Scene 2: Gayle goes to the garden to find a red rose. Scarlet, the red rose tree, is ill 
and not producing any buds or blossoms. Gayle asks if there are any others. Scarlet tells of 
the other rose trees with white and yellow roses. After Gayle probes her, Scarlet tells her that 
she can create a red rose by singing and pushing her heart into the thorn; essentially, she will 
have to sacrifice her life for it.  
 Scene 3: Gayle goes back to her home, by Oakley, the oak tree’s roots. She sings 
about her tough decision. Oakley urges her not to die for the rose; however, she decides to 
give up her life for the rose. Oakley asks Gayle to sing one last song for him as he sings of 
losing his friend. Alex comments on Gayle’s useless, illogical singing.  
ACT II 
 Scene 1: In the garden at twilight, the crickets, frogs and mourning doves are singing 
their night songs. Gayle arrives and joins in their singing. She presses her heart to a thorn on 
Scarlet’s branch. She sings wildly as Scarlet encourages her. Gayle cries out in pain and as 
her life leaves her, a beautiful red rose is created. As the sun rises, Alex sees the rose on his 
morning jog. He picks it up and brings it with him without noticing the dead nightingale. 
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 Scene 2: Alex finds Aubrey on a bench and gifts her the rose, explaining himself 
nervously. She scorns him and throws the rose onto the pavement. A cyclist runs over it. 
Aubrey storms off. As Alex sits alone on the bench, he decides to give up on love and study 
philosophy. In the distance we hear Elon, an oak tree, and Nita, a nightingale, singing 
together. The chorus joins them as a new story begins. 
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LIBRETTO 
THE NIGHTINGALE AND THE ROSE CHAMBER OPERA IN TWO ACTS 
Libretto by Anna Brake; Adapted from the short story by Oscar Wilde 
Cast of Characters 
Alex:   (tenor, or mezzo soprano pants role) naïve college student 
Gayle: (soprano) the noble and caring nightingale that lives outside Alex’s 
window at the base of the oak tree 
Oakley:  (baritone) the oak tree outside Alex’s window & friend to Gayle 
Scarlet: (mezzo-soprano) the red rose tree that lives in a garden 
Aubrey:  (speaking role) love interest of Alex & professor’s daughter 
Nita:    (female vocalist) a nightingale 
Elon:   (male vocalist) an oak tree 
Dancers (2+): Butterflies, dragonflies, grasshoppers and/or lady bugs 
Chorus:  (SATB) Night bugs, birds, and frogs 
A Bicyclist  
Setting: Courtyard outside Alex’s balconied apartment with an oak tree (Oakley), a 
neighboring garden with a rose tree (Scarlet), and a bench on a college campus with an oak 
tree (Elon) in the background.  
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ACT I, SCENE 1 
A beautiful, sunny Spring afternoon filled with yearning and excitement. A courtyard outside 
of Alex’s apartment. Alex walks out onto his balcony paying no attention to Oakley, the oak 
tree, or Gayle, the nightingale nesting at his roots, who both listen in. 
ALEX: (with longing) 
I need a rose. I need a red rose.  
I saw my professor’s daughter today, Aubrey.  
She is so mysterious, so intriguing. I need to meet her. 
She must be brilliant like her mother, who teaches me philosophy.  
 
Why do I perceive things as I do? 
Is what I see true reality?  
Why do I perceive things as I do?  
Is it only in my mind? 
Why does she intrigue me so?  
Is what I see in her true reality? 
Why does she intrigue me so? 
Why is she stuck in my mind? 
 
I need a rose. I will give her the red rose.  
Ah, Aubrey, my professor’s daughter, 
She is so mysterious, so intriguing. I need to meet her. 
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And give her the rose, 
And give her the red rose. 
 
I need a rose, I need a red rose.  
Ah, on what little things does happiness depend! 
I have read all that the wise have written. All the secrets of philosophy are mine. 
Yet, want of a rose, a red rose for Aubrey is driving me out of my mind.  
 
GAYLE: (joins Alex in song) 
Here at last is a true lover.  
Night after night I have sung of him. 
Night after night I have told his stories to the stars. 
Now I can see in his heart.  
 
His hair is as dark as the soil in the ground.  
His eyes are as green as the fern. 
His lips are as red as the rose that he desires.  
But, passion has made his cheeks as pink as Azalea,  
 
ALEX: (with Gayle) 
I need a rose.  
Why does she intrigue me so?  
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Why? Why? Why is she stuck in my mind? 
GAYLE: 
But, sorrow has cast its shadow.  
What I sing of, he suffers. What is joy to me, brings him pain.  
Surely love is a wonderful thing. 
But, sorrow has cast its shadow.  
It’s overcast. For his sorrow is mine too.  
A beautiful spring day turned gloomy grey, 
For want of a rose, for want of a red rose.  
I must search for one—I know of a garden nearby. Bye. (Gayle flies away.)  
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ACT I, SCENE 2 
Gayle arrives to the garden and stops near Scarlet, the rose tree. She has no buds or 
blossoms but is surrounded by flowers. The mood turns urgent and a bit somber.  
GAYLE: (excited and determined) 
Hello Scarlet! 
SCARLET: (Calmly) 
Hi, Gayle. It’s nice to see you again.  
 
GAYLE: 
I need a rose, I need your red rose.  
For it, I’d sing you my sweetest song. 
(changes tone to concern) But ah, you look unwell.  
You have neither blossom nor bloom.  
 
Your leaves are sparse and pale.  
Your red petals—as red  
As the feet of a dove, redder than  
The maple in autumn 
—your red petals are gone! 
 
SCARLET:  
Yes, my leaves are sparse and pale. 
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And yes, my red petals—as red 
As the lady bug and  
Redder than the pomegranate—my  
Poor petals are gone.  
 
The winter has chilled my green veins, you see. 
The frost has nipped my buds.  
There’s been a harsh wind that’s broken my limbs, 
And I’ll have no red roses all year.  
 
I feel depleted and worn down.  
I need the sun to warm my green blood.  
I suffered and toiled all season long 
And barely made it through.  
 
The winter has chilled my green veins, you see. 
The frost has nipped my buds.  
There’s been a harsh wind that’s broken my limbs, 
And I’ll have no red roses all year.  
 
GAYLE: (genuinely saddened by the news) 
I’m so sorry dear friend 
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To hear your sad song.  
(with a glimmer of hope) But, the sun will be out to warm your green blood 
If I can only find a rose, if I can find a red rose. 
 
But you need to rest, you are unwell.  
Is there anywhere else to find one? 
 
GAYLE and SCARLET: (together) 
I/You need a rose, I/you need a red rose,  
But no other rose is red—as red as a cranberry,  
Redder than a poppy— 
No other rose is red as yours/mine. 
 
SCARLET:  
There’s Miss Ivory with a rose 
As white as the foam of the sea 
And whiter than the snow on the mountain. 
But her rose is not red.  
 
There’s Mister Amber with a rose 
As yellow as the feathers of the goldfinch  
And yellower than a lemon. 
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But his rose is not red.  
 
GAYLE and SCARLET: (together) 
I/You need a rose, I/you need a red rose,  
But no other rose is red—as red as 
As a cherry, redder than a Chrysanthemum—no  
Other rose is as red as mine.  
 
GAYLE: 
Is there no other way to get a rose, 
To get a red rose? 
 
SCARLET: 
There is a way— it’s too terrible to say.  
 
GAYLE: 
Tell me, Scarlet! I am not afraid.  
 
SCARLET: 
If you need a rose, you need a red rose,  
You must create it from music at night.  
You must sing and pierce your heart with a thorn, 
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So your red blood will flow through my veins. 
Throughout the night at moonlight, 
You must sing. Giving me your red blood 
Will make a rose, will make a red rose— 
But it’s too much to ask, 
Too much a sacrifice.  
 
GAYLE: (shaky tone) 
Death is a great price to pay for a rose,  
Death for a red rose.  
(Gayle flies back to her home in the oak tree.) 
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ACT I, SCENE 3 
Melancholy and unsettled, back at the courtyard, Gayle nestles in at home at the base of the 
oak tree. Oakley listens. Alex sits on his balcony quietly studying.  
GAYLE:  
Life is very dear to all.  
It is pleasant to sit in the green wood,  
To watch the sun in his chariot of gold 
And the moon in her chariot of pearl. 
Sweet is the scent of the lavender,  
And dainty are the bluebells in the valley. 
Beautiful is the heather that grows on the hill. 
Death is a great price to pay.  
 
OAKLEY: 
What Gayle! Why do you sing of death? 
 
GAYLE: 
I need a rose, I need a red rose.  
I must create it from music at night.  
I must sing and pierce my heart with a thorn, 
So my red blood flows into Scarlet. 
I do not know what to do.  
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Life is very dear to all.  
Death is a great price to pay for a rose, 
But I need a red rose. 
 
OAKLEY: 
Do not give your life for a rose! 
Too great a sacrifice for a red rose.  
 
GAYLE: 
But a rose, for love, is better than life.  
A red rose, for love, with my life. 
And what is the heart of a bird 
Compared to the heart of a human? 
 
OAKLEY: 
Ah, but Gayle, you’ve got it all wrong! 
A nightingale’s heart is pure and kind, 
But in a human, it can be fickle.  
 
GAYLE: 
And what is the life of a bird 
Compared to the life of a human? 
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OAKLEY: 
Ah, but Gayle, you’ve got it all wrong. 
With books and plans, people seem important. 
Yet to everyone who hears, your song soothes and heartens. 
 
GAYLE: 
And what is the life of a bird 
Compared to the human life? 
 
Life is very dear to all.  
It is pleasant to sit in the green wood,  
To watch the sun in his chariot of gold 
And the moon in her chariot of pearl. 
Sweet is the scent of the lavender,  
And dainty are the bluebells in the valley. 
Beautiful is the heather that grows on the hill, 
But death is a price I must pay. 
 
OAKLEY: 
You are too noble and too kind, 
And I ‘ll never change your mind. 
Sing me one last song. 
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I’ll feel lonely when you are gone. 
(Gayle sings a song for Oakley and he accompanies her as he mourns her decision.) 
OAKLEY: 
I have seen many things die, 
But you, Miss Gayle, are my dearest friend. 
I don’t want to say goodbye. 
 
The bright zinnias and little pink impatiens,  
The jumping green grasshoppers, 
And birds never back from migrations.  
 
I have seen many things die, 
But you, Miss Gayle, are my dearest friend. 
I don’t want to say goodbye. 
 
The tiger swallowtail and tricky brown buckeye,  
The deep-centered periwinkle petunias,  
And the wispy blue dragonflies, 
(Alex stands up and stretches, listening to Gayle.) 
I have seen many things die, 
But you, Miss Gayle, are my dearest friend. 
I don’t want to say goodbye. 
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ALEX: 
What a talkative little bird!  
Like most artists, she is all style without sincerity. 
What does she know of the world? 
She thinks only of music,  
and everyone knows artists are selfish.  
Still, she does sing a pretty tune. 
Too bad it doesn’t mean a thing  
or do any practical good. (Alex goes inside to go to bed.) 
 
GAYLE: 
Oakley, I must go.  
The moon is out, and Alex 
Needs the love of a rose,  
Of a red rose.  
Oakley, goodbye. (Gayle flies away and Oakley shrivels in sorrow.)  
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ACT II, SCENE 1 
The Chorus, consisting of night bugs, crickets, mourning doves, and frogs, leads us to the 
garden. The flowers surrounding Scarlet are closing as the sun begins to go down with 
colors of pink and purple. Lightning bugs glow sporadically in twilight. The atmosphere feels 
magical and delightful but has an undertone of austerity and gloom.  
(Twilight turns to night. It is completely dark other than the silver glow of the moon.) 
(Gayle arrives and pushes her chest to the rose as she sings.) 
(Gradually, a rose begins to grow, silvery-white in the moonlight.) 
(The rose slowly grows but remains white.) 
(The rose begins to turn pink. Gayle, shocked by the intense pain stops singing to gather 
more strength.) 
SCARLET: 
Gayle, you must keep singing! 
(Determined, Gayle once again presses her chest to the thorn and continues her song with 
more strength.)  
(Gayle’s song becomes louder and more passionate. The rose begins to turn red, but the 
center remains white.)  
SCARLET: 
Gayle, You must keep singing! 
Gayle, You must keep singing! You must keep singing for a rose, for a red rose!  
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(Gayle presses closer and her song becomes even louder and more passionate. The rose 
continues to grow redder. Gayle is in so much pain that she is thrashing about, flapping her 
wings, but she continues to press against the thorn. As she pushes the thorn completely 
through her chest, she cries out in pain. The entire rose turns deep crimson. Gayle, still 
flapping, struggles falling to the ground and settling to her death. struggles as she sings 
thrashing, flapping and finally settling to her death with the thorn in her heart. Night lingers 
in silence. Then, a mournful elegy sung by the chorus as the pink and orange light of sunrise 
begins to appear.) 
(Alex is on his morning run. He arrives to the garden. He stops by Scarlet to catch his 
breath. He happens to look up at the rose.) 
 
ALEX: 
What luck! Here is a rose! 
Here is a red rose! 
Ah, it is so beautiful— 
It must have a long Latin name. 
I will see Aubrey after my class today.  
Ah, Aubrey, I will give her the rose, 
(Alex picks the rose but does not notice the dead nightingale at his feet.) 
I will give her the red rose. 
(He rushes off with the rose in hand.)  
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ACT II, SCENE 2 
Alex, wearing a backpack with rose in hand, rushes over to Aubrey who is consumed in some 
media, sitting on a bench on campus.  
ALEX: (speaking quickly and nervously, he sits down next to Aubrey) 
Hello, Aubrey. I know you don’t know me, but my name is Alex. I’m a student in your 
mother’s class. I saw you meet up with her the other day, and she mentions you sometimes to 
her students. I got you this rose—this red rose—to give you. (Alex hands her the rose, and 
Aubrey reluctantly takes it.) It’s the reddest rose I’ve ever seen—it must have a long Latin 
name. Do you know about philosophy too? Today in class we talked about Nietzsche and his 
thoughts on suffering and his illness and . . .  
 
AUBREY: (cuts off Alex, speaking with an annoying voice) 
Uh, I don’t want this. (She throws the rose to the ground and a bicyclist runs over it.)  Were 
you stalking me? I’ll tell my boyfriend about this. He’s real big and strong, and he’ll find 
you. Plus, he gives me things I actually like, like jewelry, and he got me these (gesturing to 
some ugly but trendy item). Not a stupid flower. I’m going to find my mom. Don’t you dare 
follow me. (She storms off leaving Alex alone on the bench.) 
 
ALEX: (singing again, to himself, grumpily) 
How ungrateful!  
Why was I attracted to her?  
She seems so very stupid!  
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Well, I’ll never do that again.  
Instead of following my heart, I will always use logic.  
It is reliable. Love, on the other hand, does not prove anything,  
and it is always telling one of things that are not going to happen,  
and making one believe things that are not true.  
In fact, it is quite unpractical.  
In this day and age, to be practical is everything!  
I shall go back to philosophy.  
(He pulls a book out of his backpack and starts to read.) 
 
(NITA and ELON can be heard singing from a distance. Their song suggests a new story is 
about to unravel and there is still hope. They are joined by the chorus.) 
 
THE END 
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COMPOSER NOTES 
I was drawn to Oscar Wilde’s short story The Nightingale and the Rose because of its 
fantasy, wit, trope-defying expectations, and emotional impact. The story resonated with me 
as I, like so many others, have felt the pain of unrequited love, the drain of one-sided 
friendships, and the resolve to share my art with the world.  As most operas, the story has a 
tragic death. But, while the death is sad, it is also an act of creation. This fascinated me. 
Nightingales, as seen in many stories, poems, and other artistic works, symbolize a variety of 
things including poets, nature, virtue, muses, or creativity due to the nightingale’s inventive 
and variable song. The nightingale’s song is referred to as a love poem or sometimes, a 
lament. These symbols, as well as others that I generated, fed the musical materials and 
development of my opera. I came up with my own analogies for how pitch material relates to 
the themes, realms, or moods of the story; these lay foundations for the leitmotifs I use to 
personify the creatures and feelings. To me, the nightingale represents creativity, and death is 
her creative act. In order to create, the creativity itself must die. 
The story contains several themes that I wanted to augment with music. Instead of 
using tonal centers, keys, modes, pitch class sets, or rows as building blocks for the harmonic 
language, I start at a more basic level—the interval. Each interval represents an idea, entity or 
way of thinking. Depending on what I am representing, sets, modes, melodies, or motives are 
built from those specific intervals. The unison and perfect octave signify optimism. All major 
and minor seconds and sevenths represent the natural world. All the major and minor thirds 
and sixths denote feelings of the heart, instinct, intuition, or right brain activity. The perfect 
fourth represents logic and left brain thinking. The tritone signifies heartbreak and 
disillusionment. The perfect fifth embodies a simple, dull hollowness. 
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Although I kept Wilde’s tale intact, the opera varies from his story. I had room to 
develop characters and their relationships in the libretto. Rather than stock characters, Oakley 
is a loving friend and Scarlet is a being who is dealing with hardship and illness. I exhibited 
Gayle’s concern and care for all by giving her duets with every character she encounters. As 
Wilde only used words to express the nightingale’s song, I was able to compose it. Much of 
the development is told through song. When Oakley asks Gayle to sing to him, she is 
wordless but sings the hope leitmotif to encourage him. I kept Wilde’s original wit when 
Alex claims that Gayle is singing uselessly and selfishly, as she really sings of caring enough 
to give her life for his love. I hope Alex’s recitative exaggerates this point. The chorus 
provides a setting, as singing bugs, birds, and frogs in the garden. They support Gayle as she 
sings, again wordless, with her own leitmotif and those of love, sorrow, and death. Having 
the chorus allowed me to have a fuller and more intense climax. To build tension I used 
repetition, an expanding range, accelerating accompaniment, and cluster chords. Complete 
silence after the climax adds to its impact, and the a cappella chorus sings the lament-like 
death motive in unison, highlighting the poignance of this moment in the drama. However, 
the audience has little time to grieve before Alex shows up and finds the rose. The dance 
interlude allows for scene shift and builds excitement to see if Alex can win his love, but it is 
rushed considering the tragedy that just occurred. This helped me stay true to the original 
surprise ending. I knew I couldn’t get rid of Wilde’s original conclusion—Aubrey’s rebuke, 
the rose getting run over, or Alex’s abandonment of love. These represent acts that creatives 
are most accustomed to—the bad review, the denial letter, the misinterpretation or lack of 
understanding for their art. While an outsider sees these as merely misfortunate, the creative 
xxix 
 
(or in this case the audience empathetically watching Gayle’s entire journey) sees these acts 
as tragic. This is where Wilde’s story ends. However, I could not bear such a dark ending, 
and I think the metaphor works best with my wordless epilogue. After the 
destruction/creation of an idea, there is always another. We (the audience and the creative) 
may view this harshly—Why did we care so much for Gayle if Nita is just around the corner? 
Was Gayle really that special? We still want to think she was—but we may also see it as 
hopeful. We will always have a nightingale to sing for us. 
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INSTRUMENTATION 
(Projected) 
 
 
Flute/Piccolo 
 
Clarinet in B-flat 
 
Alto Saxophone 
 
Tenor Saxophone 
 
Horn in F 
 
Trombone 
 
Percussion (1 Player) 
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VITA 
 
 Anna Brake (b. 1988) affects performers, audiences, and musicians seeking 
opportunities to be intrigued, inspired, and holistically well through her compositions, 
writings, retreats, and concerts. She incorporates creativity of various mediums into her 
work and elements of nature, art, literature, spirituality, and science into her emotionally 
rich and colorful compositions.  
She loves collaborating with performers and writing for a variety of instruments. 
She has worked with Christopher Larson on Dilating Impulse, Elena Stabile and Grace 
Odell on I am Light, and Walden School Creative Musicians Retreat Choir and Matthew 
Gold on Something New. Fascinated by all instruments, she learned how to repair and 
play all wind instruments at Minnesota State College and developed Moment Miniatures, 
a project in which she composed fifty solo miniatures for different instruments, each 
based on a different mood. It led to some of her most impactful commissions. She has 
received commissions from Dr. John Thomson for the University of South Dakota 
Orchestra Festival, Matthew Turek for the Euphonium Grant Project, American Music 
Therapy Association of Students at UWEC for Samana, Logan Jungman for a New 
Music for Tuba Grant, and Megan Ihnen and Alan Theisen present . . . for Silver Songs. 
Brake also enjoys writing for other arts. She was commissioned by Elisabeth O’Keefe to 
collaborate on a composition for a dance recital and took part in the 24-hour Theater 
Project where she worked with actors and directors to incorporate her music into a play.  
Brake is inspired by other art forms and views creativity holistically. Many of her 
songs use her own poetry as text, and she wrote the libretto for The Nightingale and the 
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Rose, based on a short story by Oscar Wilde. She is the author of Music Trends for the 
21st Century: Technology Influencing Culture and is currently working on her second 
book. She has researched and written on music and patronage in the Renaissance, gender 
in 17th century French salons, and the history of the lament tradition. In her spare time, 
she sews, sings, draws, crafts, does yoga, meditates, and hikes. 
She also inspires others to be well-rounded creatives. Brake is the founder and 
creative director of Breath Mark Retreat, an event with the collaboration of a music 
festival and the intimacy and focus of a creative artist residency. The retreat gives 
musicians the opportunity to rest, relax, find inspiration, discuss what it means to be 
holistically well as a musician, and collaborate on new music for a public concert.  
Brake has put on concerts and events as a member of Program Council at USD, as 
a coordinator of the New Music Series Grant at University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire and 
has put on several of her own recitals and workshops at UWEC and UMKC.  
Anna Brake earned her Bachelor of Music in Composition, summa cum laude, 
from UWEC studying under Ethan Wickman. During her studies for Master of Music in 
Composition at University of Missouri-Kansas City, she took lessons from James 
Mobberley, Mara Gibson, Paul Rudy, and Chen Yi. While there, she was awarded the 
Women’s Council Grant, taught classes, attended the UMKC Composers Workshop, has 
been featured in Listen Local and participated in masterclasses under Jennifer Higdon. 
Upon graduation, Brake plans to continue to expand and develop the Breath Mark Retreat 
and collaborate with performers, ensembles, and other artists on creative works. 
 
